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"In any struggle or crisis/' Tilak said, "a contented self-governing
India was the greatest and the surest asset of the empire. A strong
wave of democracy is passing all the world over and even the British
Government have hailed the Russian Revolution as the first great
triumph of the present war. Lord Sydenham's contention that we in
India take advantage of Britain's troubles to agitate for self-govern-
ment is false. We had already been agitating for self-government for
over thirty years. All over the world self-government is on the anvil,
and India alone cannot be expected to sit still."
Tilak was the dominating figure even at the Calcutta Congress
held in December. It was he who had suggested first the name of
Mrs. Besant for the presidentship of the Congress and she was elected.
Tagore had warmly supported the candidature of Mrs. Besant for the
presidentship against the opposition of Surendranath Banerjea and
the Moderates. The poet attended the Congress session on the first
day and recited the poem "India's Prayer". He introduced also
cultural programme during the Congress week by staging The Post
Office, which was attended by Tilak, Mrs. Besant, Malaviya, Gandhi
and other leaders.
Mrs. Besanfs address was an elaborate thesis on self-government.
"India today," she said, "stands erect, no suppliant people; her hand
is stretched out to Britain in friendship, not in subservience; in co-
operation, not in obedience. The war that has entered on its fourth
year has for its true object the destruction of autocracy and the
establishment of the god-given right to self-rule and self-development
of every nation. Autocracy and bureaucracy must perish utterly in
East and West."
The momentous Congress session was attended by 4,967 delegates
and about 5,000 visitors including 400 women. Although largely
dominated by the Extremists, the session passed a resolution that
"This Congress, speaking on behalf of the united people of India,
begs respectfully to convey to His Majesty the King-Emperor their
deep loyalty and profound attachment to the throne, their unswerv-
ing allegiance to the British connection, and their firm resolve to stand
by the empire at all hazards and at all costs."
Tilak piloted the Congress skilfully. The Montagu declaration had
in a sense created a great confusion in the leaders' minds. Tilak
suggested that until the Government scheme of reforms was published,
the1 Congress should stick to the Lucknow Pact, which had received